Upda9ng knowledge and
increasing awareness of
dugongs and seagrass in Vanuatu
Project Summary

Main Ac9vi9es

Vanuatu is a paciﬁc island na.on that
lies on the most easterly edge of the
dugong range. It is made up of 83
volcanic islands. VESS is working with
the Vanuatu Fisheries Department and
the Department of Environmental
Protec.on and Conserva.on to update
the informa.on about the distribu.on
of dugongs and seagrasses in Vanuatu
and the threats they face. There has
only been one previous study on
dugongs in Vanuatu in 1988
consequently we know very liIle about
them. Our aims in this project are to
update the informa.on of the
distribu.on of dugongs and seagrass
and to increase awareness about them
within Vanuatu. VESS will also work
with the government departments to
devise a Na.onal Plan of Ac.on for
Dugongs and their Seagrass habitats.

We are conduc.ng the CMS
standardised dugong catch / by-catch
ques.onnaire survey throughout
Vanuatu to gather informa.on on
dugongs and seagrass areas. We have
adapted the ques.onnaire to include
informa.on about tourism and
dugongs as tourism has been cited as a
poten.al threat to dugongs in Vanuatu.
We will use the informa.on to create a
map of dugong hotspots where there
are signiﬁcant popula.ons of dugongs
coinciding with threats to their survival.
We will then conduct a campaign to
increase awareness about dugongs and
seagrasses and how the communi.es
can contribute to their conserva.on.
There will be a na.onal campaign as
well as workshops conducted in the
dugong hotspots. The results of the
survey will also contribute to
developing the policies within the
dugong and seagrass Ac.on Plan.

Results
Our dugong survey team, consis.ng of our Project Scien.sts and undergraduate students from
the University of the South Paciﬁc, has been travelling around Vanuatu to conduct the
ques.onnaire survey. So far they have visited 28 islands and conducted over 500 interviews.
Whilst the results are yet to be analysed, it is clear that dugongs are s.ll seen rela.vely
commonly around most of the islands of Vanuatu. The majority of people know what dugongs
and seagrass areas are, that they play important roles within the ecosystem and that dugongs
are protected under Vanuatu law. However there is rela.vely liIle knowledge within the
communi.es of the basic biology and ecology of dugongs (and even less so of seagrass) or of the
ecosystem services they provide locally or globally.

Mother and two calves photographed from
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Next Steps & Lessons Learned

Conduc.ng interviews in
the villages

Looking at the posters and books
given out during the survey

We will be analyzing the data collected during the ques.onnaire survey crea.ng
the map of dugong hotspots in the next few weeks. We will then start our
awareness campaign in earnest. Workshops will be organized with the Vanuatu
government departments and other NGOs to create The Na.onal Plan of Ac.on
for Dugongs and their Seagrass Habitats. We are also in the process of applying
for further funding to extend the ac.vi.es of this project. We are close to
ﬁnalizing a grant agreement with the Cri.cal Ecosystem Partnership Fund to
conduct aerial surveys of dugongs using drones and begin a Seagrass monitoring
programme in Vanuatu with communi.es using the Seagrass Watch methodology.

About Our Organiza9on
Interviewing ﬁshers

Two marine science
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The Vanuatu Environmental Science Society is a small local NGO based in
Vanuatu, which was established in 2014. Our purpose is to promote science in the
ﬁelds of conserva.on, environmental protec.on and sustainable development
within Vanuatu. We believe using science allows communi.es to make informed
choices so they can live harmoniously with their environment. Our aims are to
share scien.ﬁc informa.on with communi.es in a form they can understand and
to ﬁll knowledge gaps where the science is missing with scien.ﬁcally robust
studies, whilst suppor.ng Ni-Vanuatu scien.sts.

